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Summary 


She slams a fist down on the back of a leather spinny chair. This is Mal's fault. This is his 
fucking fault, and she’s just trying to be a decent wife, but ever since she got laid off he only 
seems to think of her as his personal errand girl and if he insists on treating her that way then 
he should at least be where he says he’s going to be and why won’t he answer his phone 
goddammit? 


Which is what she's muttering to herself when someone clears their throat behind her. 


or: the cheating fic 


Notes 


inspired by inky_pens' asunder 


the working title for this was "soyboy betacuck mal au" which one probably tells you all you 
need to know 


See the end of the work for more notes 


It’s a big office. It’s a big office and Alina has to find this out the hard way. 


Mal’s not at his desk like he said he would be, and he’s not answering his phone, so she sets 
off around the corner, takes left into a promising-looking hallway, and promptly gets lost. The 
door closes behind her with a click that, she realizes with a pang of annoyance, is a deadbolt 
locking. The only way out is through , she thinks, and continues. 


The hallway twists and turns and deposits her into another hallway in what she thinks is an 
entirely different wing of the building. Mal’s forgotten laptop is tucked under her arm, but at 
this point she doesn’t give a shit about whatever presentation he has to give this afternoon, 
she just wants to find him so she can tell him off for making her chase him all over creation. 


Somehow she winds up in a conference room that she hoped was a stairwell, and she can feel 
the hot sting of frustrated tears start to blossom in her sinuses, so she pauses for a minute and 
tries calling him again to no avail. 


She slams a fist down on the back of a leather spinny chair. This is his fault. This is his 
fucking fault, and she’s just trying to be a decent wife, but ever since she got laid off Mal 
only seems to think of her as his personal errand girl and if he insists on treating her that way 
then he should at least be where he says he’s going to be and why won’t he answer his phone 
goddammit? 


Which is what she's muttering to herself when someone clears their throat behind her. She 
whirls around and a truly obscene specimen of a man is standing in a door at the back of the 
room she hadn’t noticed earlier. He isn’t actually leaning against the doorjamb but he has the 
air and expression of someone who is. He’s got his own sleek laptop in one hand and in the 
other, a rather beautiful little bonsai tree. 


“I’m so sorry, I didn’t- I’m just trying to find-” she closes her eyes, sighs, and tries to smile 
before opening them again and saying, “I’m looking for Mal Oretsev.” 


“Mal... Oh, yes, Malyen. I direct his department. No, his desk is out in the bullpen, I 
believe.” 


“Yes,” Alina responds, “but for some reason he is not.” 


The man smiles. It’s quite beautiful to look at: the corners of his eyes crinkle pleasantly. “No, 
I imagine he wouldn’t be. I saw him leaving for lunch with a group about ten minutes ago.” 


Motherfu- Alina sucks on her teeth and lets her vision go a little blurry with annoyance. 
Mal’s office is all the way downtown, almost forty-five minutes by train from their 
apartment. She would have had to make the trip anyway because he needed the laptop to give 
the presentation, but he couldn’t even stick around to say hi to her? Christ. He’s not even 
pretending to try anymore, is he? 


She wants to snap his computer in half and chuck it out the giant window overlooking the 
river. Instead she grips it tightly in one hand and says to the man, “Sorry for bothering you, 
Pll just drop this off-” 


“Tt’s no bother,” he interrupts her. He makes a great deal of eye contact, Alina thinks to 
herself. 


He continues, “You can leave the laptop in my office. It’s just round the corner, but you’ll 
have to follow me.” He lifts his occupied hands in explanation. 


Alina nods and follows him. 


His office is large but not the massive, all-glass-and-black-leather executive suite she was 
expecting. She shakes her head minutely. Why had she been expecting anything at all? 


“T’m Aleksander, by the way,” the man offers over his shoulder as he turns to set his things 
down. 


“Alina,” she replies, and takes in the room. There’s a large desk directly in front of the door 
as they walk in, with a brown leather chair behind it and two low-backed armchairs in front 
of it. Behind the chair, the floor-to-ceiling window that faces the door is flanked by two tall 
bookshelves, each packed with not only books but some knick knacks, a matching pair of 
forgotten coffee mugs, and the little bonsai tree. 


On the big antique-ish looking desk that she’d guess is mahogany is a tray with a bottle of 
water, a banana, and what looks to be some kind of grain and vegetable bowl. It’s very 
colorful food. Both Alina and her stomach suddenly realize she forgot to eat breakfast, and 
she cringes as her belly lets out a loud, hollow complaint. 


Aleksander looks up. “Would you like to join me for lunch? I was just about to eat, I can call 
for another tray,” he says. 


“No, really, it’s fine, I don’t want to intrude.” 


“Tt’s no intrusion. You’ll save me from the embarrassment of having to eat alone at my desk.” 
He smiles again. It really is a sight to behold. 


Alina feels her stomach turn pleasantly. Against her better judgment, she finds herself 
nodding again, says, “all right,” and sits down. 


Apart from being devastatingly, life-ruiningly handsome, Aleksander, Alina learns, is smart, 
has a very dry sense of humor, and is an excellent listener. At first she’s hesitant to reveal too 
much personal information to a relative stranger, but then he asks her what industry she’s in 
and her immediate response is “architectural design.” 


Up until a month ago, that was the truth, and, Alina supposes, is technically the correct 
answer to his question. She’s still an architectural designer, she just isn’t currently employed 
as one. 


When her face falls after she remembers, he asks her about how she started working in 
architecture. She tells him about entering college as an art major, finding she disliked every 
medium she tried, her semester abroad in Italy. She tells him about seeing the Roman 
Coliseum and how small it made her feel, the out of body experience of knowing that she was 
standing in the same dirt that had been trampled beneath the feet of gladiators and emperors. 


By the time she looks at her phone next, an hour and a half has passed without her even 
realizing it. 


“Oh, my god, I’ve been here for ages,” she says, tossing her phone in her bag and standing. “I 
should get going, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to-” 


He waves a hand at her, standing up from his chair. “Don’t apologize. I invited you, you’re 
my guest.” 


She hooks her bag over her shoulder and smiles at him. “Well. Thank you for lunch. I really 
enjoyed it.” She hesitates, deliberating. “And thank you for listening. You’re quite good at 
that.” 


He shakes his head at her slightly, a bemused smile creeping along his lips. “You’re a 
pleasure to listen to, Alina.” 


A blush she desperately hopes he doesn’t notice spreads along her cheeks and the back of her 
neck as they both stand completely still, just looking at each other. One too many moments 
passes like that. Her fingers feel cold. 


“T really should go,” she murmurs. 
“Probably, yes,” he responds, equally quiet. 


She takes a deep breath and finally brings herself to break eye contact, turn, and open the 
door. As she leaves his office, she notices very suddenly that her pulse is pounding like she’s 
coming off a five-minute mile. Curious. Despite everything, she found herself quite 
comfortable in his presence; why should her heart be racing so? 


The next time she runs into him, it’s not nearly as accidental as the first time, nor as 
accidental as she wants it to seem. 


Aleksander can tell, because when she (physically) bumps into him, her face is already 
flushed, and her eyes widen a little too far to be genuine. 


“Oh! I’m so sorry, I didn’t see you there,” she says with a smile. 


“Alina,” he says, smiling back at her. He thinks her eyes seem to... sparkle, or something. If 
Aleksander was the kind of man to think that sort of thing, but he’s not. “What brings you 
here this afternoon?” 


“Mal forgot his lunch, and I had to be downtown anyway, so I thought I’d swing by and drop 
it off.” 


He nods. She nods. They stand still for several heartbeats, just looking at each other. 


Abruptly, he inhales and says, “I was just about to make a cup of tea. Would you like to join 
me? I have-” 


“Yes,” she interrupts, and he doesn’t think he’s imagining her breathless tone. 


In his office, he puts on the electric kettle and readies two mugs while Alina browses through 
the books on the shelf to the right of his desk, her finger tracing the titles as she murmurs 
them under her breath. She doesn’t seem to be aware she’s doing it. 


“Do you enjoy literature, Alina?” he asks. 


She glances at him, then back to the books. “As a hobby. I’m not a... critical reader or 
anything,” she replies. 


“There’s no wrong way to read a book.” 
She smiles without looking at him. “No, I suppose not.” 


The kettle begins to shriek, and he turns to switch it off and pour the hot water into the mugs. 
Steam rises in a sweet smelling cloud, the scent of elderberry and mint filling the room. 


Absently, Aleksander wonders how often she gets to have these sorts of quiet moments at 
home: simply filling a space with a person, feeling their presence without needing to speak, 
this kind of comfortable proximity. 


“How is your husband?” he asks. He can’t quite bring himself to try to remember the man’s 
name right now. It’s not significant either way. 


Alina’s expression sours. “Fine,” she replies without elaborating. Ah. Aleksander nods. 


“Tt’s just-” she cuts herself off and sighs. “Nevermind, sorry.” She shakes her head and 
chuckles without humor. 


“You were married quite young, yes?” he asks gently after a beat. 


She looks at him. Steam fills the air between them where he holds a mug of tea out to her. 
She accepts it and sits across from him, the same chair she sat in last time. As she lowers 
herself into the seat, her body almost curls in on itself. It’s not a shrinking gesture, 
Aleksander doesn’t think, but a comfortable one. Her posture is slouched and relaxed, her 
shoulders loose and her spine settling into the cushion behind her. 


“T wasn’t even 21,” she says after a moment. “We got engaged my second year of college- his 
third- and I suppose I didn’t want to be left behind, so I crammed my credits in and managed 
to graduate in three years. Fat lot of good it did me,” she grumbles into her tea. 


“T imagine trying to figure out life and marriage at such a young age was no easy task for 
either of you.” An understatement, but Aleksander feels no pity for her husband. He doesn’t 
know the man well, never cared for him as an employee or a person. Judging from Alina’s 


pinched expression, even the people who do know him well aren’t too pleased with him 
lately. 


She shakes her head, inhaling a sharp, tense breath through her nose, her mouth tight. “I just 
think we’re completely different people from who we were then. I don’t know when I 
stopped being someone he was interested in.” 


A muscle in Aleksander’s jaw ticks when he clenches his teeth, joint clicking with the force 
of the movement. The idea, quite frankly, is absurd to him. 


The office is quiet for a long moment, Alina staring with a vague look into the middle 
distance, until Aleksander says slowly, “Sometimes, we have to leave behind parts of who we 
were in order to fully be who we are.” 


Her gaze snaps to his very suddenly. “I suppose that’s true,” she says, her mouth barely 
moving. 


They drink their tea in silence. 


After draining her mug, Alina returns to the bookshelf, pulls out his copy of the Alchemist 
with a musing noise. 


“Have you read it?” he asks. She shakes her head. 
Flipping through the first few pages, she says, “It’s on my list. Everyone says it’s good.” 


“Tt is,” he says, “it’s one of my favorites. It might not change your life, but I enjoy it 
immensely.” 


She smiles at him and moves to return it to its place on the shelf. 
“Take it,” Aleksander says suddenly. “You should read it. Let me know how you like it.” 


Her grin is immediate and vivid. “Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to damage it,” she responds, 
a look of mock concern crossing her face. She holds the book up. Its front cover is shredded 
beyond repair and its back cover is gone completely. The pages are curling and yellowed. 


Aleksander smiles at her helplessly. 


They talk for almost an hour after that, swapping stories about college and travel, exchanging 
music recommendations, and Alina wrenches a promise out of Aleksander to watch at least 
one of her favorite romcoms. Aleksander confesses that while he loves the look of his bonsai 
tree, he’s pretty shit at keeping plants alive, so the tree is cared for almost entirely by his 
assistant Fedyor. They have split custody, he says, so it spends the weekends at Fedyor’s 
apartment and returns to the office on Mondays. 


After enough time has passed that he’s almost forgotten he’s at work and does actually have 
things to do, they say goodbye, and she slips out the door with the book in her hands. 


He spends the next few days thinking mostly of Alina. He sits at his desk and tries to focus 
on his emails, tries to listen to whoever’s on the other end of the phone, tries to shake the 
hold she has on him, with very poor results. 


On a Thursday, he’s eating lunch alone in his office, shifting mindlessly through some 
paperwork and wondering what Alina’s doing at the moment when there’s a knock on his 
door. Aleksander looks up, surprised. Fedyor has every minute of Aleksander’s day detailed 
in his calendar, and doesn’t usually knock. Very few other people venture so far from the 
main office into this particular wing. 


He sets down the quote sheet he was reviewing, goes to the door, and opens it. He smiles. 


They continue on like that for several weeks. By the time spring comes to call, she’s read 
four of the books he’s recommended, they’ ve had lunch or tea or dessert sixteen times, and 
she’s managed to change his mind on three separate movies that he initially called “formless 
drivel suitable only for sleeping through on a plane.” He makes her laugh. She makes him 
smile. She has no way of knowing that this is a talent very few people possess, but he makes 
her feel that way anyway. 


On occasion she’!l think of Mal and wonder how far she can toe this line before it becomes 
something unforgivable. Then she’ll come home to a sink full of dirty dishes and a couch full 
of snoring husband and she finds she doesn’t care so much anymore. 


It seems as though he doesn’t even notice anything, anyway. She mostly sees Aleksander 
during the work day, in the privacy of his office, when Mal is working. The two times 
they’ve seen each other outside the office, Mal had either been busy, or he’d just assumed she 
was out with Genya. 


Both of those times, Aleksander had taken her to some hole-in-the-wall restaurant with 
incredible food and then to a used bookstore, where he’d insisted on buying her anything she 
looked at for more than a second. He’d said something about Alina not ever having read 
Camus and laid a credit card on the counter with a look that brooked no attempt at arguing. 


The first time he fucks her is something like an accident. She’s stopped by to bring something 
or other to Mal, and wanders over to Aleksander’s office to return the book she borrowed last 
week. It’s the first warm day of spring, and she spent lunch at the park with Genya and 
Genya’s hideous new rescue dog before heading downtown. She arrives in a pair of denim 
cutoffs and a tank top. The tops of her thighs are pink from the sun, and her cheekbones are 
similarly flushed, and freckled as well. 


Aleksander isn’t in his office when she slips in quietly through the door, so she waits by the 
bookshelf to the left of his desk, the one she hasn’t been steadily working her way through, 
running her finger over the spines of his mismatched library. Classics: Proust, Nabukov, 
Hemingway, but further down, a collection of Mary Oliver poems, Gillian Flynn’s latest 
release, and a worn copy of- Harold and the Purple Crayon. Alina laughs, surprised and 
delighted, slides the book out from its place to look at the cover. 


“T quite enjoy his lack of propriety, you see.” 


Aleksander’s standing in the doorway watching her, a soft smile on his handsome face. 


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to- I brought back your book,” she says, holding it up. He doesn’t say 
anything. Just keeps looking and looking and looking. 


She turns back to the bookcase. “He is a little troublemaker, isn’t he?” Harold grins at her 
impishly. 


Turning back to Aleksander, intending to ask him how long he’s had this particular copy, she 
finds him much closer than he had been before. The dark of his eyes feels fathomless, like 
she could dive in, sink down and down and down and never reach the bottom of him. He 
stands to the side of the desk, eyes roving over her form, taking in the blush on her cheeks 
and matching one on each of her legs. She’s certainly not dressed appropriately for an office. 


The air conditioning kicks on while he looks at her, drinks her in, and her skin prickles and 
every caress from the breeze in the vent above her leaves a swath of goosebumps in its wake. 
His gaze moves from the pink of her thighs to the swell of her breast where her nipples have 
tightened in the cold air, showing starkly beneath her linen shirt. The pulsepoint in her neck 
pounds, the skin on her chest warming as it begins to rise and fall rapidly. Her head starts to 
spin a little. 


“Alina,” he says, almost in warning as he steps toward her slowly, his gaze reconnecting with 
hers. Blood rushes in her ears. His eyes burn. 


“Yes,” she breathes, her voice barely audible over the rush of the AC. 
“Alina,” he repeats, and this time she understands that it’s a question. 
Again, she says, firmly this time, resolutely, “yes.” 


He lunges for her, seizes her face in his hands, and kisses her, hard. She groans and opens to 
him, allows his tongue into her mouth, bites at his lower lip while she winds her arms around 
his neck. His wrap tightly around her waist, pulling her body flush to his. The fine, high 
quality texture of his tailored slacks is cool and raspy against the sensitive skin where her 
thighs are sunburned. 


She can’t get close enough to him, she wants to crawl inside his skin, feel the warmth of his 
flesh and blood and the solidity of his bones in her hands. Instead she puts her hands in his 
hair and pulls, wanting to hear him. The harsh, guttering breath he heaves into her mouth 
sends shivers down her spine. 


He backs her up against the desk, lifting her to seat her beside a pile of paperwork. 
“Aleksander-” 


“Sasha,” he says, breathless. She pulls back slightly, stares at him for a moment. He swallows 
hard and nods once, just a little. “Sasha. Please,” he says. 


Alina doesn’t look away as she says quietly, “Sasha.” 


He groans and presses his mouth to hers again, coaxing her lips open with his tongue and 
licking at her teeth. It’s like she can’t get enough of him under her hands, the hard press of his 
chest against her palms like a drug. 


Suddenly she has to, has to get him out of his clothes, and starts pulling frantically at the 
buttons of his shirt. His hands join hers, and once his shirt is off she can’t help but touch 
everything she can see. He’s all smooth, warm skin and she needs to feel it against hers. 


He only stops kissing her for as long as it takes to wrench her shirt over her head. She winces 
slightly when the straps pull at her sunburned skin, but manages to ward off Aleksander’s 
worried look by sticking her hand in his pants and grabbing at his dick. She thinks his eyes 
roll back in his head. 


“Fuck, Alina...” he says into her mouth. 


“That’s the spirit,” she quips with a cheeky little smile, and strokes him once, twice, 
thumbing at the head gently. 


He wastes no time in cupping her breasts in his hands, flicking her nipples with his thumbs 
before bending and taking one in his mouth. The sharp, hot suction startles her, and she jerks 
in his hold, her hips bucking up against her own forearm where it’s shoved past Aleksander’s 
waistband. 


Clearing a space behind her, Aleksander kisses his way up her neck and presses a hand to her 
sternum, pushing her down so she’s on her back, her legs dangling off the edge of the desk. 
He kneels. 


The button of her shorts comes open all too easily; the zipper sings with how fast he tugs on 
it. She props herself up on her elbows to watch and finds his gaze even darker than it was 
before. 


He makes short work of both her cutoffs and her underwear, seeming as eager to feel her bare 
skin as she is to feel his. The backs of his hands skim up and down her thighs, knuckles 
leaving a tingling path of sensation behind them. He doesn’t break eye contact when he 
lowers his mouth to her cunt, immediately taking her clit in his mouth and sucking. 


Alina claps a hand to her mouth to stifle a cry, her brows drawing together in agony, in 
ecstasy. His tongue is sinful. He drags it slowly up and down her labia, pulling the flesh there 
into his mouth and laving over it wetly. Every so often he ducks inside her, fucking her with 
his tongue, and the bridge of his nose rubs firmly against her clit in a sharp, focused motion. 
It makes her keen: a thin, reedy sound escapes the seal of her palm against her face. 


For several long minutes Aleksander seems delighted to feast on her, his jaw working 
languidly as he sucks and licks at her in turn, occasionally dragging his teeth against her 
swollen folds. She threads her fingers in his hair and pulls gently. Both his hands rest on her 
belly, one of them stroking back and forth in a slow, sweeping movement. She takes hold of 
the other one and interlocks their fingers. 


With each pass of his tongue, she can feel her body pulse, pushing wave after wave of slick 
down past her entrance to where his mouth waits eagerly to taste her. 


Just as the liquid pleasure he’s pulling out of her starts to take a more solid shape, he removes 
his hand from her stomach, pushes two fingers inside her, beckons. Suddenly what was a 
vague idea only a moment ago is now barreling toward her too fast for her to even process it. 
The hot wave of climax starts to form under her skin, she gasps, “Sasha,” tightens her fingers 
in his hair. 


He groans into her pussy, pressing insistently at where she can feel her orgasm about to 
break, and closes his mouth around her clit, sucks hard. Alina’s fingers tighten so firmly 
around his she distantly fears she’ll break something, and comes harder than she ever has in 
her life. 


She lurches forward with the force of it, her spine curling with Aleksander’s head at her 
center, body curving around him like a crescent moon. The shivering, white-hot wave 
flooding her nervous system crests with an electric snap, her fingers going cold and her 
vision going blurry. 


Through her helpless wailing, Aleksander keeps licking at her with slowly decreasing 
intensity, extending the life of the climax and working her down from it gently. The rattling 
heave of her chest is only slightly louder than the obscene, wet noises coming from between 
her thighs. 


Eventually he pulls his mouth off her cunt, looking reluctant. Alina tries to collapse backward 
onto the desk, but Aleksander cups her elbows, keeping her upright, and stands to kiss her. 
She can taste herself on his tongue, thick and salty. 


When he releases her mouth, she says “oh, my god,” and he laughs at her, not unkindly. 


“T don’t think I’ve ever come that hard in my life,” she volunteers, her mouth as loose as her 
muscles. A couple different emotions seem to war with each other on Aleksander’s face. 
Smugness wins. 


“Pity,” he says. He brushes his thumb across her lower lip, nudges it inside her mouth. She 
bites down with just enough force to see his eyelids flutter. 


“Your turn,” she breathes. 


The clink of his belt buckle must be only a small noise, but it’s all she can hear for the 
moment it takes him to shove his pants down enough to get his cock out. 


The head of it is girthy and flared at the tip where he’s steadily leaking pre-come. He’s 
flushed a dark red and so hard it must ache. Did eating her out get him this turned on? A 
ripple of heat runs through her. 


He presses into her slowly, allowing her to breathe through the stretch. She only takes half a 
moment to worry about him fitting inside her. He’s bigger than Mal, not by so much it should 
hurt, except- except it’s been quite some time since she’s had sex with Mal. But Aleksander’s 


got her so wet and open and ready that he slides home without pain, only a delicious, breath- 
stealing fullness. 


When he bottoms out, the pressure is enough to make her go lax, her head dropping forward 
to rest on his collarbone. He gathers her up in his arms as he rocks forward. 


As he fucks her, he whispers such nice little things into her ear, about her body, about her 
mouth, her cunt. Perfect, sweet little pussy , he says, and she whimpers. 


At that, something inside him seems to break, and he ruts into her with abandon, thumbing at 
her clit, urging her forward. The desk protests only slightly under their frantic movement. 
Resilient, Alina thinks warmly. 


Aleksander’s grip on the soft flesh of her hips is bruising, possessive. She lets him control the 
pace, fuck into her like she’s just along for the ride: a passive, if delighted, participant. He 
seizes the back of her neck and tilts her face upward until all she can see is him, the dark 
blaze of his eyes. Their lips touch and then shy away and then touch again with each thrust. 


“Come on, one more, Alina,” Aleksander pants into her mouth while his fingers move back 
and forth in a furious motion along her clit, and she obeys. It slides down her body like a 
swallow of dulce de leche, sugary and thick and lingering, and pulls him along with her. 


After, he cleans her up, gentlemanly, and tucks her hair back into its ponytail for her in the 
absence of a mirror. At the door he kisses her long and deep, both hands resting light as a 
breath around her throat, and makes her promise to come see him next week. 


Alina goes home with a sweet ache between her legs and the ruinous, unshakeable knowledge 
of what it feels like to get fucked within an inch of her life. 


After that first touch of his hands on her body, the first time he makes her come so 
spectacularly, she can’t stay away from him. She’s ravenous for it. Alina soon finds herself 
cooking up excuses to visit the office, starts purposefully hiding Mal’s laptop or paperwork or 
lunch so she can bring them to him with an absent kiss on the cheek. She always ends up in 
Aleksander’s office, pressed up against his body, his tongue down her throat, hand up her 
skirt or clutching at her breast. 


She knows she should stop, she knows how horrible it is, the weight of her sins heavy as a 
pile of rocks on her chest. But she can’t remember the last time she was this happy, this 
alive. 


Even before having sex with Aleksander for the first time, it had been months since she’d 
slept with Mal. When they talk, it never goes beyond what to eat for dinner or what bill is due 
when. The space that isn’t filled with arguments just becomes a growing distance. 


On their third wedding anniversary, both wine drunk and loose-lipped, the topic of having 
children came up. What started as a discussion devolved very quickly into a knock-down 
drag-out fight, and Alina spent the night on the couch. That was two years ago, and most 
nights she still spends sleeping in the living room. 


It only got worse when she lost her job. She wonders constantly if they’re even compatible at 
all anymore, and it’s brought them to what Alina knows has to be close to a breaking point. 
The resentment between them is growing, she knows, each of them feeling as though they 
owe it to their friendship to see this thing through. Their mutual stubbornness means neither 
of them will admit it, though, and they stay trapped in a farce of a marriage. 


Up to now, the only person Alina had ever slept with was Mal. They were high school 
sweethearts, and got married so young, and she’d never wanted to be with anyone else, so it 
had never occurred to her to worry that she might be missing out on something. Until she 
started sleeping with Aleksander. 


He must have a great deal of experience, Alina thinks, because he’s able to do things to her 
body that she didn’t even know she was capable of. Just a look from him is enough to get her 
blood rushing hot in her ears, her skin prickling with excitement. 


Their little office dalliances give her further insight into things he likes, but instead of 
learning about his literary preferences or music taste, she finds out he likes her hands in his 
hair, likes to suck on the skin below her ear, prefers it when she comes on his fingers or 
tongue first, and then his cock. He likes her wet and sloppy and worked up to the point of 
tears before he even slides inside her. 


Alina finds she also likes these things. 


Not only is Sasha a talented, generous lover, he’s also a chatty one. He can never even wait 
until their clothes are off before he’s whispering nasty things in her ear about the way she 
feels on his cock, the warmth of her skin, the soft give of her breasts, hips, cunt. 


Somehow he manages to say the most disgusting things in the most delicious ways. If she 
wasn’t already flushed and panting from the touch of his hands, his praise would make her 
blush furiously. 


At first it’s just telling her how she feels under his hands, how hot and tight her pussy is, but 
then he starts telling her how sweet she tastes, how good she is for him, how he wants to fuck 
her all the time. And he says this: she’s perfect, she was made for him, his perfect Alinochka. 
And this: there’s no one else, there’! never be anyone else, no one as perfect as her, no one 
made for him the way she is. 


And then, this: she belongs to him, he owns her, no one else can ever have her like this. 


If he didn’t say these things while he was buried to the hilt inside her and working his fingers 
over her slick, throbbing clit, driving her closer and closer to orgasm, they would 
unquestionably give her pause. 


As it is, he does say them while working her over relentlessly, so when she thinks about it 
later, she reasons that people say a lot of stuff when in the heat of the moment. She tries not 
to think about it, tries not to think about how Mal’s never said anything of the sort to her, not 
even during the most intense sex they ever had. 


If it was just sex, maybe she’d be able to absolve herself of just a little bit of guilt, but the 
worst part is, she just /ikes him. So much. He’s so hot it scrambles her brain, yes, and she 
can’t deny it’s gratifying to finally get some attention from someone , but more than that, she 
just enjoys him. 


She likes the way he thinks, the way he expresses himself. He’s so meticulous and careful 
when he speaks, choosing every word as if it could make or break the fate of the world. He 
listens to her with the same care. The weight of his gaze unnerved her at first, but as she’s 
become more accustomed to being looked at so thoroughly, it makes her feel fascinating and 
valuable, like she’s someone worth looking at, worth listening to. 


So despite herself, she spends an immense amount of the time that she isn’t with Aleksander 
either thinking about Aleksander or trying not to think about Aleksander. 


She tries not to think of the way Aleksander’s words warm her skin, even when they’re apart. 
She tries not to think of the fierce, possessive nature of them, how it should alarm her, but 
instead just excites her. She tries not to think of how much she likes to hear him tell her she 
belongs only to him, that no one else can touch her. 


She tries not to think of how badly she wants that to be true. 


Aleksander likes to consider himself a reasonable man. He takes time to think things over, 
he’s not prone to making rash decisions the way he used to be in his youth. But it seems that 
somehow, at some point, he lost control of himself, and it’s Alina’s fault. 


It’s Alina’s fault because currently, instead of paying attention to the Zoom conference call 
he’s supposed to be participating in, he is extremely busy watching her try to work his cock 
all the way down her throat. Her knees are parted from where she’s knelt on the floor, and he 
can see the hem of her little sundress shifting back and forth as she touches herself and tries 
not to choke too loudly on Aleksander’s dick. 


Her eagerness has turned out to be like a drug to him; he’s become addicted to the high, 
keening sounds she makes when he fucks into her, when he drags his tongue over her clit, 
when he presses a thumb against her asshole while he fingers her. 


And, like any drug, it’s led him to do things he wouldn’t normally do, like let her suck him 
off under his desk while in the middle of an online meeting. 


It’s not the first turn out of character he’s taken since beginning this thing with Alina. Just last 
week he had her completely naked and pressed up against the floor-to-ceiling window behind 
his desk, her sweat-slick body sliding against the glass and in his hands as he fucked into her 
at a brutal pace. The fear of being seen must have gotten her off harder than usual, because it 
was only a few minutes before she was coming with a gasp, her hand reaching back to yank 
on his hair, his mouth latched onto the juncture of her shoulder, sucking a lurid mark into her 
neck. 


A few days before that, she’d come by the office after hours to bring him supper when she 
found out he was working late. They spent an hour talking about dream vacations over pad 


Thai before he decided his work could wait till the morning. In the elevator on their way 
down to the lobby, he only meant to give her a searing kiss to warm her on her way home, but 
it quickly devolved into Aleksander on his knees, her skirt bunched up over his head, Alina’s 
fingers curling in his hair as his did in her. 


She somehow found the presence of mind to slam the emergency stop button as he devoured 
her, making her come twice in rapid succession on his fingers before he was satisfied. 


After, he stood, each knee giving a click, and she licked away any evidence of his mouth ever 
having been between her legs. 


All of that, and he still doesn’t realize how deep he’s in until her birthday in June. 


He doesn’t even know when her birthday is until she calls him on a Friday, sounding 
suspiciously close to tears. Her voice is thick when she asks him if he’s busy this weekend. 


“T- no, what did you have in mind?” he says, drawing a dark slash through the appointment 
he had scheduled for Saturday morning and making a mental note to tell Fedyor to reschedule 
it. 


“Well, I just thought, since the weather’s nice, there’s this sunflower farm about an hour 
outside the city, and I was going to go with Mal for my birthday tomorrow, but he had 
something- come up, I guess, and-” 


“He had-” Aleksander stops, pinches the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. 
“He had something... come up ? On your birthday?” 


Alina sniffs wetly. “A couple of his friends from school are visiting for the weekend.” 
Unreal. 


“And he didn’t-” he cuts himself off again. It doesn’t matter. He checks his watch: 2pm, and 
he doesn’t mind leaving early for this. 


“Pack a bag,” he tells her. “Pll pick you up in an hour. Send me your address.” He doesn’t 
elaborate, and hears her sputtering as he hangs up the phone. 


When he arrives at her apartment, she’s waiting outside the front door with an oversized tote 
bag in hand. She barely gives his car enough time to stop before yanking open the passenger 
door and launching herself into the front seat with abandon. Her face is still a little puffy 
from crying, but her eyes are bright and she’s smiling, and he takes her face in both hands 
and kisses her, slow and gentle. 


He pulls back and she chases, pressing her mouth to his once more before settling in and 
buckling her seatbelt. 


“Where is this sunflower farm?” he asks. 


She grins. 


The sunflower farm, it turns out, is closer to three hours from the city, but the drive is 
pleasant; Alina laces her fingers through his and hums along to whatever she’s got playing 
over the speakers. The first time they’d gone to lunch together she’d hooked her phone up to 
his Bluetooth and he hadn’t been able to figure out how to get it to reconnect to his, but now 
it seems to just prefer Alina’s music anyway, so he gave up trying. 


A wash of yellow and brown comes into view, and Alina sits up eagerly, her eyes lighting up. 
“Oh, Sasha, look,” she rolls her window down, and he slows the car as they pull into the 
parking lot. 


She’s out of the car like a shot, and he watches her as he pays for parking, a basket, and a pair 
of flower cutters. When he catches up to her she’s got her phone out and is taking pictures. 
She turns and grins at him. The evening sun bathes her in burnished golden light, and she 
looks like she’s glowing from within. 


All of a sudden it hits him like a bag of bricks that he doesn’t want anyone else seeing her 
like this. He wants to be the only one to make her smile so brightly, to light her up this way. 
The idea of anyone, let alone Malyen Oretsev , getting to see her so alive and vivid makes his 
stomach turn. 


The feeling lingers as she wanders through the field with him trailing behind her, snipping a 
few flowers here and there as she goes. They crest a hill that frames the dying summer sun, 
and she reaches into his back pocket to pull out his phone. 


“Come here,” she commands, and he obeys. She presses her cheek to his, the sunflowers in 
her arms squished between them, and takes a selfie. Aleksander doesn’t look at the camera; 
he finds it impossible to tear his eyes off her smile. He can’t see the screen for the brightness 
of the sun, but he imagines his face is remarkably soft and his eyes dangerously close to what 
could be described as loving. 


Eventually the light fades enough that Aleksander is able to drag a reluctant Alina back to the 
car, and none too soon: her stomach howls at him as he opens the passenger side door for her. 
She grins when his eyebrows rise, says, “All the excitement, I guess.” 


He laughs softly at her, swinging the door shut. 


As they pull into the portico of the hotel he had Fedyor book on his way to pick Alina up, 
Alina gasps, “Sasha,” marveling at the gilded doorframes and grand arches of the entrance. 
She’s so busy gaping at the general splendor that she doesn’t notice Aleksander has exited the 
car and handed his keys to the uniformed valet until he’s opening the door for her, taking her 
hand as she steps out. She reaches for her bag, but he waves her off. 


“They’ ll get it,” he says. 
She gives him an amused, impressed look that makes him roll his eyes. 


“Come on,” he says, “let’s check in and go upstairs." 


He tugs at her hand and she follows with no resistance, distracted by the lobby's plush, wine- 
colored carpeting, bronze light fixtures, and massive, sprawling staircases. 


The room Fedyor reserved is less of a room and more of a suite: it enters into an elaborately 
furnished drawing room with a cluster of couches to one side and a breakfast table to the 
other. In the bedroom is a massive copper tub that looks directly out the window of the 
balcony. 


The first thing Alina does after pushing open the double doors into the bedroom is launch 
herself immediately into the mountain of pillows on the king-sized bed. She sinks in so deep 
he almost loses sight of her. Her feet stick out, and Aleksander is reminded briefly of the 
Wizard of Oz. 


It’s his first time seeing her in a bed. That fierce, hot desire to be the only one who views her 
this way returns like a rush of blood to the head, and all he can think about is getting her 
clothes off of her. He had plans for this evening. They’!] have to wait now. 


Aleksander stalks quietly toward the foot of the bed, reaches out a hand, and wraps it around 
her bare ankle. Her skin is warm, and she didn’t have time to shave her legs before he picked 
her up this afternoon. The sharp prickle of a few days’ stubble rasps against his palm. 


From the pile of down pillows, her face appears as she raises her head to look at him, her 
gaze burning. 


“Sasha...” she whispers, and reaches for him. 
pers, 


“Sweetheart,” he murmurs, grasping both her elbows to pull her up, out of the pillows and 
into his arms. 


She arches into his kiss the way she always does, her mouth soft and warm beneath his. He 
takes his time licking into her, presses his thumb into the hinge of her jaw to hold her open so 
he can kiss her the way he likes, the way she deserves. He cradles the point of her chin in the 
notch between his thumb and forefinger and can’t imagine anyone else fitting into all his 
empty spaces the way she does. 


Suddenly he has to have her. She’s pliant and loose in his hands, looking up at him like she’s 
never wanted anything more. The pillows behind her each make a quiet thump when he 
tosses them to the floor before lowering her back down to the duvet, her hair framing her face 
like a shadowy thundercloud heavy with rain. 


He kisses each cheek tenderly, thumbs stroking against where she’s flushed and freckled. 
Alina sighs, long and low, turns her face into the curve of his palm. She cranes her neck to 
kiss his mouth but he pulls away and starts undressing her in silence. 


Written plainly on her face is a soft look of contentment; he can almost hear the tender, sun- 
sleepy things she’s thinking at him. 


Once he’s got her fully, blessedly naked, and has discarded his own clothes, he spends a great 
deal of time just kissing her. Just feeling the touch of her skin on his, situating himself 


comfortably in the cradle of her hips, as close as he can possibly be without actually crawling 
inside her. 


She lets her head loll back onto one of the many pillows left on the frankly massive bed, both 
arms lazily tossed over his shoulders as Aleksander does his best to commit to memory the 
feel of her teeth under his tongue. 


One of her hands clutches at the back of his neck, and she pulls back and says “Are you 
going to fuck me, or are you going to kiss me to death?” but her smile is warm and easy and 
her thumb chafes gently across his jugular. 


He huffs a laugh and presses one more kiss to the underside of her jaw. 


He almost can’t bear to look her in the eye while inside of her, so he gently flips her onto her 
stomach, tucks a pillow under her hips so he can enter her from behind. Not because he still 
entertains illusions at this point that he wants or needs anything resembling distance from her. 
No, only because he’s still trying to make space inside himself for these unfamiliar responses 
Alina seems to provoke. 


She settles into the pillows with a contented sigh as he parts her thighs, whining in the back 
of her throat when he rests the head of his dick against her entrance, just waiting there. He 

likes making her wait, likes it when she gets impatient and greedy. He strokes her hair, runs 
his hands over her back, presses his thumbs into the tight muscles of her lower back. Waits. 


After a few minutes she pushes her hips back, tries to nudge him inside, and complains, 
“Sasha, please.” 


There it is. He shoves in unceremoniously, knowing she’s wet enough to take it, but that she 
likes the shock of it, the sharp, sudden, unrelenting pressure as he takes her and fills her up. 


Sure enough, she responds with a sweet little cry of pleasure, calling out, “oh, fuck,” on a 
sigh. 


He takes his time fucking her, working her over until she’s writhing beneath him, his chest 
damp with exertion. He tells her how good she feels, how perfect she is, his Alina. His. 


His body bows over hers, pressing his front flush to her back, sweat sliding between them. 
“Say it, Alina, say you’re mine,” he huffs into her damp hair. The nape of her neck fits so 
beautifully against his mouth; he sets his teeth into the muscle there, bites down, hopes he 
leaves behind the stark red impression of his incisors. She whines. 


“Say it, milaya,” he repeats, desperate now to hear her acknowledge his claim over her. For 
too long he’s gone without it, without hearing her voice how much she wants to be his, to 
belong to him. He knows she does. He knows her, knows her like no one else ever has; he’s 
confident of this. 


Her cry is the sweetest music, a plaintive, keening note that knocks the wind out of him: 
“Yours, Sasha, only yours. No one else.” 


He answers with a cry of his own, his hips slamming against hers, burying himself in her 
over and over. One of his arms is banded across her chest, reaching up between her breasts to 
grip at her right shoulder, pulling her back onto his length with each thrust. The other, he 
shoves beneath her to work at her clit, desperate to make her come around him, to feel the 
heady pull of her sex clutch at him. 


She whimpers when he makes contact, tears now coming steadily as she begs him to let her 
come, begs him to finish inside her, begs him to fill her up. The grip of her hand on his 
forearm will undoubtedly bruise. He can’t help but smile. 


“Come for me, Alinochka,” he whispers viciously in her ear, and she does. 


It whips through her like a crack of lightning, her body shuddering and twisting beneath him. 
Just like it always does, the pulse of her sweet, slick cunt around his cock sends him 
careening into orgasm with her. He snaps his hips brutally with a shout, coming deep within 
her. It’s always breathtaking, always makes his head spin, with her. 


They lay in silence for a few minutes, Aleksander shifted slightly to the side so they can stay 
connected without Alina suffocating beneath him. He sticks his face into her hair, breathes in, 
presses his mouth against the dark tangle of it. 


Eventually they’ ll have to get up, and he wants to get her in that bathtub before the night is 
over, but for now he’ll take his time running his hands over her sweat-damp skin, drinking in 
the smell of her, relishing the novelty of having her in a bed, all to himself, for as long as he 
likes. 


Halfway through October on a Sunday morning, Alina wakes up with a start to the sound of 
her phone going off. It takes her a moment to remember where she is, whose arm is wrapped 
around her naked waist, why she’s tangled in expensive-feeling black sheets instead of the 
quilt on the back of her couch, and then Sasha mumbles something unintelligible into the 
nape of her neck, and she relaxes. 


She reaches for her phone on the nightstand, but his arm tightens around her. “Sasha,” she 
croaks, batting at his forearm, “It’s probably Mal.” 


“Exactly. Let it go to voicemail.” 


Rolling her eyes, she slaps gently at his arm again and he relents with a soft sound of protest. 
She sits up and grabs the phone on the sixth ring, clearing her throat, answers, “hello?” 


“Alina? Where the hell are you?” It is Mal. 
“T’m at Genya’s, I told you.” 


“Oh. When are you coming home, then?” Aleksander’s eyes narrow at the tinny sound of his 
voice through the speaker. He sits up and kisses Alina’s neck. She tries to suppress her 
responding shiver to no avail. His hand finds her sternum to push her back into a reclining 
position against the mountain of pillows behind her. 


“I’m not sure, Mal, I think she has plans for us for this evening. Probably late.” 


“Okay, well, I wish you had told me that earlier, because my...” he keeps talking, but Alina 
doesn’t hear it, because now Sasha’s gotten his mouth on her breast and his hand between her 
legs, and she’s very busy trying not to moan directly into the microphone. 


“Alina?” Right. Her husband’s on the phone. 


“Yeah, what? Sorry, you cut out,” she says, repressing a sigh as Aleksander works her clit 
between his index and middle finger. 


“T said I wish you had told me earlier, I made plans for us tonight.” His voice is kind of 
whiny. 


“Well, ’'m sorry, Mal, I’m not going to bail on her. I told you I was spending the weekend 
here, I don’t know what you want me to say.” The huff Aleksander lets out sounds distinctly 
annoyed. He sets his teeth gently into the soft peak of her nipple and sucks. Alina stifles a 
needy whine. 


Mal scoffs. “You know what, don’t even say anything, it doesn’t even matter. Do what you 
want to do, Alina, you always do anyway." 


She tries to formulate an intelligent reply with the few brain cells she has left online. Sasha 
keeps circling her clit, though. 


“Mal-” she sighs into the phone. If it’s a sigh of both pleasure and frustration, Mal doesn’t 
have to know, but she feels Aleksander stiffen at the sound of her husband’s name coming out 
of her mouth that way. 


He needn’t worry, Alina thinks as the line goes dead. She’s where she wants to be. The phone 
slips out of her hand as Aleksander presses her further back into the pillows. 


He makes her come twice on his fingers, slow and soft like the sunlight creeping in from 
behind his bedroom curtains. 


As she comes down, her fingers skating up and down his forearm, she says, her breath still 
quick, “I probably need to spend more weekends at home.” 


She feels Aleksander make a face, frown pressed into the curve of her shoulder. He doesn’t 
say anything, and she sits up, sheets pooling in her lap. His gaze drops to the swell of her 
breast. 


Fingers snapping in his face, she says, “I’m serious, Sasha, it’s starting to look suspicious. 
I’ve spent almost every weekend with you for the past two months, he’s going to start asking 
questions sooner or later.” 


“My dear, I think you greatly overestimate his critical thinking skills.” He lifts an eyebrow, 
his voice droll. 


“Well, I need some sort of excuse, I can’t keep saying I’m at Genya’s every time. What if he 
decides to show up at her and David’s apartment and I’m not there?” 


Pecking her cheek, he stands with his back to her, stretches, and says, “Just say you got a 
job.” 


Alina’s too distracted by the bare expanse of skin and muscle before her to process that at 
first, but after a moment, she frowns and says, “Then he’d just wonder where the money is. I 
have no income.” 


“T’m your income, love.” 


Her brain goes very quiet for a long minute. Aleksander pads quietly into the kitchen without 
bothering to dress himself beyond a pair of sweatpants. 


Shaking her head in an attempt to clear it, she follows him, snatching a clean t-shirt from his 
dresser, and questions, “What do you mean?” Her voice is muffled by the collar of the shirt as 
she wrenches it over her head. 


“T mean I’Il just wire you a ‘paycheck’ every couple of weeks.” He doesn’t make air quotes 
with his fingers, but the tone is there, and it conjures a mental image Alina finds very funny. 
She schools her face back from a creeping grin, thinks about what he just said, and frowns. 


“T don’t want you paying for this, I don’t like that idea.” 


The pilot light clicks loudly as he turns on the stove, setting the kettle down for tea. “I’m not 
paying for anything except your fool of a husband’s continued ignorance.” He shoots her a 
slightly irritated glance as he doles out a generous spoonful of sugar into his mug, and a 
much smaller one into hers. When did she start thinking of his “HIGH! From Seattle” novelty 
mug as hers? An anthropomorphized marijuana leaf waves at her jovially from beside the 
handle. 


“T should’ve done this a while ago,” he mutters to himself, and disappears into the bedroom 
for a moment. When he returns, he presses something into her hand in passing as he busies 
himself with the tea again. She stares down at what he gave her. 


It’s a credit card. It’s a black credit card, marble smooth and nearly reflective, heavier than it 
looks. 


“Sasha.” There’s a subtle vibrating sensation in her ears. She looks up at him. 
He hums, pretending to be deeply absorbed in a carton of oat milk. 


“T can’t- I mean. You don’t need to, to buy me things, or pay me for my- company, or 
something,” she stutters. 


“Maybe I just like the idea of you carrying around full access to such an intimate part of me,” 
he says bluntly, setting the oat milk down, and that- 


Of all the things she thought he might respond with, that was not one of them. 


“That’s... kind of hot.” 


He smiles, turns to look at her, beckons with a finger. She’s helpless to obey, stepping into his 
intimate space without hesitation. 


“You only have to say yes, Alina. That’s all. It doesn’t need to be so difficult.” He lays a hand 
at her throat, long fingers winging out to span her collarbone. 


What’s that saying? All’s fair in love and war? Aleksander certainly seems to have taken that 
to heart. He sweeps a thumb across her pulse. Dirty pool. 


But what can she say to that? “Yes,” she can say. “Yes,” she does say. “Yes,” she says again 
as he lowers his mouth to hers, kisses her breathless against the kitchen counter, and lets the 
tea go cold. 


Fifteen minutes must go by before he finally pulls away. “Well, now that that’s settled,” he 
says, all composed grace, “let’s go to breakfast. Where would you like to eat?” 


She presses her face into his chest with a groan. “Ugh, don’t make me decide. I don’t think I 
have any brain cells left. You’ve kissed them out of me. I’m in a vegetative state. Whatever 
will you tell my loved ones,” she complains, her arms still wrapped around his neck. 


“Oh, I’m sure you’ll figure it out, solnishka. Now go get dressed,” he pops her on the ass, 
“and we’ll go out. Daddy’s paying.” 


In the past, the Christmas season usually only made Alina melancholy; no family to share it 
with, no presents on Christmas morning. The lights and music and festivities seemed so nice 
from far away, but she always felt as if they weren’t hers to enjoy or participate properly in. 


When she began to make friends in college and was able to form her own little family things 
changed. For the first time, she found herself baking gingerbread and decorating cookies, 
exchanging little homemade gifts and singing carols with people she cared about. She was 
never quite able to completely shake the gloom of Christmases past, though, so the holiday 
season always brought about bittersweet feelings for Alina. 


In the same way, when Mal tells her about his office Christmas party she’s met with a mixed 
bag of internal reactions. 


Spending an evening making nice with Mal’s bosses and co-workers sounds so unbelievably 
miserable that she almost refuses on the spot. Then she remembers Sasha will probably be 
there. 


Mal must see her hesitating, because he takes the opportunity to tell her that she absolutely 
cannot skip, because does she even know how embarrassing that would be for him, to have to 
show up without a wife to the only social event that management is willing to sponsor all 
year? And most of these miserable fucks don’t even have girlfriends, so can she please just 
give him this one chance to make them all look bad? 


So she agrees. And then an hour later texts Aleksander to make it very clear that if she isn’t 
allowed to skip this, then he isn’t, either. 


Ten minutes go by before he responds. 

Alina, please. I’m their superior; I have to be there. 
Another minute passes. 

Besides, I already had my suit tailored. 


Somehow, when the night comes, she finds herself alone in a circle of men she’s never met, 
all of whom seem to be in some unspoken competition to out-bluster one another in the most 
ridiculous manner possible. Mal barely waited fifteen minutes before leaving her with them, 
saying he’d be back in a second. That was twenty minutes ago, and she’s had to down three 
glasses of champagne in quick succession just to avoid screaming out of boredom. 


She’s seriously contemplating getting a cab home when a warm, familiar presence makes its 
way to her side. She has to bite her cheek to keep from instinctively smiling at the smell of 
his aftershave. 


“Morozova, my good man, good to see you. Have you met Oretsev’s wife?” One of the Chief 
Something Officers gestures dangerously with a glass of scotch at Alina, clapping Aleksander 
on the shoulder. 


“T have, Mr. Lantsov, thank you. Alina and I are well acquainted,” he responds with a polite 
smile. 


“Good, good. Now, I’ve been meaning to ask you about the Goodwin project-” and Alina 
tunes out. 


The group sufficiently distracted, she takes the opportunity to duck away from the party and 
head toward the north wing, where Sasha's office is. She takes the back way and circles 
around so no one will see her, but she’s only taken this route once, and it was with 
Aleksander, so she quickly finds herself yet again lost. 


This time, though, she doesn’t have to fight down a rising wave of irritated anxiety. This time 
she knows Sasha will find her eventually. She ducks into the nearest conference room, a big, 
wide room with all glass windows, and just waits for a few minutes. 


Sure enough, before too long, a dark silhouette rounds the corner at the end of the hall, stops 
when he sees her sitting at the head of the table, and comes to stand in the doorway to look at 
her, crossed arms and a soft look on his face. 


“T hope you know how lame it is to have your office Christmas party actually in your office,” 
she informs him. 


He takes a step forward, dim light from the LED wall clock casting him in an eerie, slightly 
green glow. “Take it up with the party planning committee.” The distant refrain of Jingle Bell 
Rock drifts down the corridor as he reaches down to take her hand. 


“A whole committee, and this is the best they could come up with?” Alina tsks, “I think I will 
take it up with them, do they have a complaint form? At the very least they could have rented 
out-” 


He yanks on her hand, pulling her up out of the seat, and shuts her up with an open-mouthed 
kiss. She quiets obediently and lets him make himself at home inside her mouth. 


When he backs her up to the table and moves to lift her by the thighs, she stops him with a 
hand on his chest, says, “the windows.” He groans in her ear but nods, pulling her by the 
hand out the door and down the hallway. 


Sasha’s a patient man, but he doesn’t like being interrupted; as soon as he gets her in his 
office, she’s promptly shoved up against the door as he takes her mouth again with no small 
amount of urgency. It’s like he’s trying to climb inside her, sucking at her tongue, his hand 
busy unbuttoning the back of her dress. She’s actually impressed with the deftness of his 
fingers at this angle. There’s a lot of buttons. 


She tries to stop him long enough to get his clothes off, too, but he’s intent on stripping her 
naked, undressing her with a single-minded focus and a near-mad look in his eye. 


Once her dress is off, his hands are everywhere: gripping the curve of her ass, pressing her 
tits together so he can mouth at them feverishly, dipping teasingly in between her legs to 
brush across the rise of her cunt. 


“Sasha,” she whines as he flicks her clit with one vicious touch. “Just touch me, don’t tease.” 


He smirks, pulls his mouth off her nipple, and lifts his hand to clamp down on the back of her 
neck, a firm, guiding touch. 


Shuffling backward, he maneuvers her with the hand on her neck so that she’s facedown over 
his desk as he pulls off his belt with the other. This, this is what she wants. She shoots him a 
look over her shoulder, silently begging him to speed things up. 


He seems unaffected, so she lets out a petulant “please, Sasha,” bites her lip and whimpers 
pitifully. She knows she’s hamming it up, but anything to get him inside her quicker, and he’s 
a sucker for it. 


He whispers, “Alinushka,” leans forward and presses a kiss to her waiting mouth. His hand 
smoothes over her hair as he lines himself up, nocking the fat head of his dick against her 
entrance. She’s soft and swollen and wet just from the touch of his hands, just from the heat 
of his mouth on her skin. 


She doesn’t wait for him to move, just shoves her hips backward, spearing herself on his 
thick length with an impatient huff. 


A smug grin crosses her face at his responding grunt. He catches himself on one hand as the 
momentum of her hips sends him pitching forward over her. His arm snakes up around her 
ribcage, threading through her swaying breasts to wrap his fingers around her neck. 


“Brat,” he hisses in her ear, “Do you want a spanking? Is that it? Would you like me to send 
you back to your husband with a cunt full of my come and an ass covered in my handprints? 
Sweet thing. Of course you do.” She whines, trying to wiggle back onto his dick. 


He rocks forward, starting to give her some kind of rhythm when, from just down the 
hallway, she hears her name, and they both go deathly still. 


“Alina?” It’s Mal. 


Quickly, Alina takes mental stock of the situation. She’s stripped completely naked, 
champagne-flushed down to her navel, tits bitten red and puffy, bent face-first over 
Aleksander’s desk with his cock wedged snug inside her. His still-clothed body is curved 
over hers, chest pressed to her back and one arm curled up and around her torso so he can 
firmly grasp her throat. There isn’t much one could say to explain away this predicament. 


She’s frozen in place, unsure of what to do, hoping he’Il go away. 


“Alina?” He doesn’t. Her eyes dart toward the unlocked door handle of Aleksander’s office. 
She knows Aleksander notices, too, because he huffs a quiet laugh on a single breath and 
screws his hips into hers, pushing deeper inside her, filling her to the brim. 


The sensation is almost too much and she almost cries out; her jaw drops and her chest 
tightens, but Aleksander interrupts her by unceremoniously shoving two fingers in her mouth, 
whispering, “Shh,” through gritted teeth. His hips snap again, and she closes her mouth 
around his index and middle fingers and sucks, groping at his forearm and wrist with both 
hands. The cold metal of his watch bites into her palm. 


Mal wanders by the door, doesn’t stop, just keeps heading down the hallway back toward the 
south wing. 


Once he’s out of earshot, Alina lets a needy whine escape her throat, stifled only slightly by 
the press of Aleksander’s fingers on her tongue. 


“What would you do, Alina? Hm? What would you do if he came in here now, saw you bent 
over my desk, stuffed full of my cock, begging me to come inside you? Would you even 
stop? I don’t think you would,” Sasha sings in her ear, sweet and sick. 


She lets out a muffled moan, stomach twisting around a vicious cocktail of guilt and arousal. 
At this point she can’t even tell the difference between the two, they’re so inextricably 
intertwined. Aleksander is guilt is sex is treachery is pleasure is sin is sin is sin. 


He continues, ignoring her weak cries as he shoves his cock deeper inside her, “I think you’re 
so desperate for it, so,” he slaps her ass, “panting and sloppy that you can’t think of anything 
but me, anything but this.” 


It’s a miracle he has the presence of mind to keep fucking into her while he’s running his 
mouth like this, she thinks dryly, but her thighs are quite literally dripping with her arousal, 
so who is she to cast stones? 


“Tell me,” he pants into her ear, his free hand squeezing tightly around her breast, “tell me 
about it, milaya. Tell me how badly you want me. Tell me you’d keep begging, even if he 
walked in. I want to hear all about it. Or you won’t get to come.” He pulls his fingers out of 
her mouth, grips at her jaw with his wet hand. 


“Sasha,” is all she can manage at first. She sounds wrecked and pitiful, even to her own ears. 


“Sasha, what, lovely? Tell Sasha.” He brushes a hand tenderly through her hair, and the 
smooth, condescending slide of his voice thrums in her bones, settles in her cunt. 


A sob wrenches its way out of her wet mouth; she hitches her hips back onto him, desperate 
just like he said. 


“Please, Sasha, I want to come, want you to make me come,” she gasps. 


“Oh, Alina. That’s-” he grunts, thrusting into her “so sweet, but it’s not quite what I asked for, 
is it, sweetheart? What did I ask you?” His hips snap, his cock pushes in, out. 


She heaves a gurgling breath, tries to wiggle a hand down her belly to touch herself, but he 
intercepts her, deceptively gentle where he holds her wrist. 


“No, my love, tell me what I want to hear, be a good girl for Sasha, and then you can come.” 
His voice is close and warm in her ear, his chest pressed close against her back. He kisses her 
cheek, almost mocking. 


Alina’s crying in earnest now, her face red and wet with tears and spit. “Please, please, Sasha, 
I want you so bad, I want to come, want to come for you.” 


“And what else?” His thrusts pick up speed. 


“Tf I-” she almost can’t bring herself to say it, but God, she wants to come. She can feel it 
burning in her belly, so close to the surface. “If he walked in I’d keep begging-” 


“If who walked in, Alina? Say it.” His hands tighten their grip on her face and wrist. 
Her spine bows, her gut churns. 
“Say it.” 


“If my husband walked in now I’d keep begging for your cock, Sasha, I’d keep begging you 
to fuck me,” she cries, and the tide breaks. She comes viciously, without a hand on her clit, 
just the thickness of Aleksander inside her cunt and the stark, blank wrongness inside her 
belly tipping her right over the edge. It washes over her like a typhoon, wrenching every 
spark of energy from her body and leaving her guttered and shivering as Aleksander fucks 
into her, chasing his own release. 


“So good for me, what a good girl, Alina,” he gasps. He falls forward, catching himself with 
a hand next to her head. She reaches back, pulls on his other arm so it curls around her like a 
cloak, heavy and warm. 


He buries his face in her hair, nosing at the hinge of her jaw and saying something. It takes 
her a second to understand him, muffled as he is. “Mine,” is the only thing he seems to be 
able to say. All his cleverness, and he’s reduced to a single word, gasping dumbly into the 
crook of her shoulder, “mine, mine, mine, mine,” over and over. 


Through the fog in her head, she can pull on just one thought: “come inside me, Sasha, 
please,” and she asks so sweetly for him. 


He listens, filling her up with a wet rush of warmth that makes her shudder and clutch at his 
length. 


He curls his arms tighter around her, pulling her body flush to his. “You belong to me,” he 
whispers into her neck. She simply hums her agreement. The evidence of it is inside her, is 
bitten into the soft skin of her throat, her breasts. It sits inside her body and her brain. It’s 
something she knows without stopping to think about it. There was never any use pretending, 
and certainly no use trying to lie to him, even if she was able to deceive herself for a time. 


Aleksander holds her for a long while, puts her back together as the haze clears from her 
mind. Distantly, she’s aware he’s petting her hair and rubbing slow circles on her lower back. 
His voice is quiet in her ear, murmuring nice little nonsense: my good girl, my perfect 
Alinochka, always so sweet for me . 


He wipes the tears and saliva off her face, cleans the smeared eye makeup from her cheeks. 
His hands are gentle as he helps her back into her dress. She hadn’t even noticed earlier, but 
he’d laid it across the back of his desk chair, arranged carefully so it wouldn’t wrinkle. 


Technically, she thinks as he fastens all the tiny, satin-covered buttons on the back, it’s his 
dress. He paid for it, assessed it as she modeled it for him, got it tailored for her so that it 
kissed every curve of her body with perfect intimacy. It seems only fair that he get to be the 
one to tear it off of her. 


But he would never. Sasha takes such good care of his things. 


They return to the party separately. In the hallway outside his office, they part ways, but not 
before she kisses his neck, his jaw, his mouth, wanting to send him back to his colleagues 
with the taste of her on his tongue. 


When she finds Mal, he’s holding a plate of tiny, expensive-looking aperitifs, laughing at 
some joke his co-worker must have told. Clearly he wasn’t too concerned with her 
whereabouts, Alina thinks sourly, and takes a puff pastry off Mal’s plate. 


She gives him another fifteen minutes before complaining that her head hurts, whispering to 
him while she smiles at his friends. 


“T’1l meet you at the car, yeah?” She says, leaving him to deal with the goodbyes. 


The ride home is silent but for the Christmas music playing on the radio. 


Aleksander loves fucking her anywhere, but he loves fucking her in his bed best. She’s 
uninhibited there, like she’s able to completely forget about the rest of the world, able to let 
go of her guilt and fear and let her vision tunnel in on him, on them. 


When she’s here, it’s usually for the weekend, almost always overnight, and he gets to spend 
hours taking her apart, mapping out every inch of her body with his mouth and hands, press 
her into the mattress and watch her find heaven. 


Like now, with her legs wrapped around his waist and her face pressed into the dip of his 
throat. 


“Oh, god,” Alina whines as he pumps in and out of her, so slow it’s agony. 
He kisses her neck, her shoulder, behind her ear. “How does it feel?” he whispers. 
“Perfect, Sasha, it’s always-” she gasps sharply, “always fucking perfect.” 


“T should keep you here all day, all night, just keep you pinned on my cock, all wet and 
desperate for me.” 


She whines again, squirms on his dick, trying to wiggle her hips into getting some friction. 
He tuts at her, stroking a couple of fingers firmly over her clit, says, “Hush, pet, I’ll take care 
of you. I always do, hm?” 


“T just want- oh, oh, oh,” she stutters as he picks up the pace and starts to fuck into her in 
earnest. She’s fucking soaked, sometimes he can’t believe how wet she gets, how perfect she 
is for him 


“You want to come, love, is that it? You want to come around my cock?” He cups her face in 
one hand, croons at her sweetly, urging choppy little moans out of her with each slap of his 
hips against the inside of her thighs. 


“Yes,” she gasps, turning her face up to be kissed. He obliges, her tongue sliding sloppy and 
hot against his. 


Pressing his hand once more against her clit and making torturous, slow circles, he thrusts 
hard and then stills, just grinding his cock into her, making her sob into his mouth. He sucks 
the sound off her tongue, greedy and possessive. Only his. Only for him does she make these 
sounds, only for him does she fall apart so prettily and easily. That husband of hers, he 
knows, hasn’t touched her in months. All the better for Aleksander. 


Mal’s foolish neglect only makes her more desperate for Aleksander to fuck her, makes her 
hungrier and more eager for him. Every time she skips into the office armed with some 
flimsy excuse about her husband’s forgotten lunch and inevitably winds up either bent over 
Aleksander’s desk or writhing in his lap, she lets go a little bit more. She takes her clothes off 
a little quicker, talks a little louder when she asks for his fingers in her pussy, please. It’s 
exquisite. 


The first few times he had her, splayed out like a banquet over piles of paperwork, he 
couldn’t believe his luck. This magnificent little creature, virtually untouched, innocent of 
how many beautiful things her body could do, had fallen right into his lap without a warning. 
At first, he’d thought to have his fun with her and then send her, more educated and liberated, 
back to her husband when he was finished. 


Now, though? Now that he’s got her in his home, in his bed, he doesn’t think he’Il ever be 
able to let her back out again. The bronze flush of her skin against his black sheets is the only 
thing he wants to see for the rest of his life. 


She cries out softly when she comes, shivering, in his arms. Her cunt clutches at him, so 
warm and strong and perfect he almost climaxes right then, but he breathes in harshly 
through his nose and steadies himself. 


“Perfect, my Alina, so perfect,” he whispers into her hair. He pulls out and kisses her 
forehead. His erection bobbing, red and swollen at the tip and shiny with both her arousal and 
his, he shuffles down the bed and tosses each of her thighs over his shoulders. She’s still 
sensitive when he licks a broad stripe up the center of her cunt, avoiding her clit, and sets his 
teeth into the soft swell of her sex, sucks it into his mouth, just tasting and feeling her. 


Winding a hand through his hair, she sighs softly above him. She pries one of his hands away 
from where it’s gripping her thigh and threads their fingers carefully together. He digs his 
thumb into the meat between her thumb and forefinger, wanting to leave a mark. He wants 
her to bruise, wants to see the indentation of his fingers in the soft flesh of her hips, her 
stomach, her breasts. He wants her throat to be encircled in a permanent collar of purple 
shadow left behind by his mouth, the brand of his love forever on her skin. 


Someday. Someday, and soon, he’Il make her see who she really belongs to, who she was 
meant to be with the whole time. Aleksander isn’t a superstitious man. He doesn’t believe in 
God or astrology or magic, but part of him thinks that maybe, with the way he and Alina fit 
so perfectly and inevitably together, maybe something like fate could be involved. He has no 
logical explanation for the violence of his feelings for her, and it seems to make more sense 
to him that there is such a thing as kismet, or destiny, or whatever you want, than the idea that 
he and Alina aren’t meant to be, that there isn’t something stronger and more important than 
her sham of a marriage binding them to each other. 


Surely, he thinks, sucking viciously on her clit and burying two fingers deep inside her to pull 
on her orgasm, surely this is what a soulmate might be. 


He makes her come in his mouth, burying his face in her cunt and working at her with his lips 
and tongue until his jaw is sore and his middle finger is cramping. 


“Sasha, please, oh god-” her fingers twist painfully around his, and he relishes the ache of her 
grip. Harder, he thinks, /eave your mark on me, my Alinochka. 


While she’s coming down he presses several wet, open mouthed kisses to the soft skin of her 
inner thighs, worrying at the flesh there with his teeth and smiling with satisfaction at the 
sharp red marks he leaves behind. Enough for her little husband to figure out that someone 
had laid claim to his wife, if he ever bothered to look. 


Aleksander leans over her, kissing at her neck with his slick mouth, smearing her arousal all 
over her skin. See what I’ve done to you, my love? See what I and no one else can do for 
you? 


Alina sighs contentedly and reaches between them, grasping his cock where it throbs almost 
painfully in her hand, and notches it at her entrance. She wiggles her hips, pushing up, trying 
to get him fully inside her. 


“Sasha,” she murmurs into his throat. He’s weak for her, and pushes in. A squeal threads out 
of her, high and thin, at the pressure, but she bucks her hips up into it regardless. Her pussy 
flutters around him, hot and perfect where they’re joined, and he spares a thought to feel pity 
for everyone who will never, ever get to understand what this feels like. This, he knows, is 
unique to them. 


“Can you come again for me, milaya? Hm? Do you think you can do that for me?” he coos at 
her, petting her hair. 


Alina doesn’t respond at first, and he gives a punishing twist of his pelvis, grinding deep 
inside her. She gasps out his name, “Sasha,” but that’s not an answer. He tells her so with a 
smack to the curve of her hip. 


“T said, Alina, do you think you can come again? Give me an answer.” He ruts into her, 
picking up speed and worrying his fingers along her pulsing clit. 


“Yes, yes, Jesus fuck, Sasha, yes,” she snaps, her arousal plain on her face, etched between 
her brows, the slant of her open mouth. He only huffs a laugh at her and redoubles his 
efforts. 


It only takes another moment or two before she’s falling apart on his cock again, squeezing 
around him and moaning so prettily in his ear that he has no choice but to do the same, 
spilling deep inside her and hoping each rush of come paints her with him permanently, fills 
her up with only him until there’s no room for anyone else. 


After a few minutes of them breathing heavily into each other’s hair, Aleksander brings 
himself to pull out with a wince. Beneath him, Alina’s eyes are closed but he knows she’s not 
asleep by the rhythm of the rise and fall of her chest. He traces a finger from the hollow 
below her throat down between her breasts, flattens his hand out on her belly. 


“Come here,” he says quietly, and pulls her upright. She doesn’t go willingly, groaning a 
protest into the hush of the room. He laughs at her again and then says “fuck it,” under his 
breath. Alina shrieks a delighted laugh as he picks her up, tossing her over his shoulder in a 
fireman’s carry on the way to the bathroom. 


They shower in silence together, Alina pressed up against Aleksander’s front as he washes 
her hair, rubs his body wash into her skin. When she first slept over at his place, she refused 
to let him wash her with any of his products, terrified that Mal would smell them on her and 
know instinctively what she’d been doing. But in the months since then, Mal’s shocking 
levels of ignorance have seemed to remain the same, despite her increasingly long absences 
and convoluted excuses as to why she spends most weekends away. 


So Alina’s become more relaxed, and Aleksander has become fixated on the scent of his soap 
on her skin. If he had his way, they’d spend hours in here, quiet and warm, their clean, wet 
skin touching in every possible place. 


After, she lets him take a few long moments to rub his lotion into her damp skin. His hands 
move in circular motions along her shoulders, her stomach, in between her thighs. She makes 
him pause, murmuring “here,” into his jaw as she does the same to him. 


When she smoothes the lotion into his collarbone, she presses her face into the skin there, 
inhaling the smooth, dark smell of him. He winds his hand in her hair and lifts her face to his, 
kissing her long enough that she opens her mouth to let him in, and they spend another ten 
minutes quietly making out against the vanity until Alina’s empty stomach makes itself 
known with a petulant yowl. 


Eventually, they make their way from the bathroom to the kitchen, where Alina promptly 
hops up onto the cold granite counter, kicking her bare legs so that her heels thunk against the 
lower cabinet softly, only smiling smugly when Aleksander gives her a look. The hem of his 
shirt pools at the tops of her thighs. He goes about toasting a couple of sandwiches while 
Alina watches him in comfortable silence. 


As he carefully layers slices of cheese on Alina’s sandwich, he clears his throat softly and 
says, “Alina, we should talk.” 


The thumping of her feet stops. 


He looks up at her stricken face, lays a hand on her thigh. “No, not-” he sighs through his 
nose, brushes his thumb across the warm skin of her leg. “Not like that, Alinochka. I just 
mean... How much longer are we going to keep doing this? This sneaking around, keeping 
secrets. I tire of it, I cannot lie to you.” 


“Sasha...” she begins, then trails off for a moment. 


“T don’t know how to do this.” Her voice is nothing more than a whisper, her face somber. 
It’s not the first time they’ve had this conversation. 


Aleksander sets the bread on the heat to toast and turns to her, cups her face in his hands. “I 
cannot share you any longer, my Alina. You’re mine,” he presses a kiss to her nose, “‘and I am 
yours. Doesn’t it chafe you to remain bound to him still? When you could have everything 
you want?” 


“He *s-” 


“He’s what, Alina? Inattentive at best? Neglectful and foolish and completely undeserving of 
you?” A rush of warm air skates across her collarbone as he lets out a soft breath. ““Milaya. 
Are you happy with me?” 


“You know I am, Sasha,” she tucks her hands under his t-shirt, settling them on the smooth 
skin of his waist, and sweeps her thumbs over the jut of his hip bones. 


“And are you happy with him?” 


Her silence is potent, frustrated, and he lets it linger without saying anything, lets the quiet 
speak for itself. 


After a long moment, she swallows and says, “What about work? He’s your employee, you 
have... meetings? With him-” Aleksander suppresses a smile “‘-that would be awful for both 
of you. And don’t say you’ll fire him, that’s not fair.” She points a finger in his face with a 
stern look. 


“T’ll have him reassigned to a different department. He’ll be fine. Alina,” he says, catching 
her gesticulating hand in his, “there is no part of this I haven’t thought through. I’ll take care 
of everything- I will take care of you. I always do. I always will.” 


Too many months, nearly a year now, he’s only had parts of her, only had a mockery of what 
he wants, what he knows she wants. 


“It’s not that simple, I-” she cuts herself off, seems to agonize over something for a brief 
moment, “How can I know you'll always be there? How can I know this will last, that you 
won’t get tired of me? I’m- I’m wretched, Sasha, I can’t even manage to keep my marriage 
vows. You can’t possibly want someone like that, not in the long term.” 


“Alina,” he says. She just looks at him, her face burning, her eyes miserable. 


Gripping both her hands in his, he presses them to his chest. “You forget, my love, that I have 
borne witness to all of this, to all of you, without flinching. I will never tire of you. I will 
never turn away.” 


It goes unspoken, heavy in the silence: can you say the same about him? 


For a moment, it seems as though she’s about to say something, but she swallows it, shaking 
her head slightly. “I have to go home in a couple hours, I don’t- can we talk about this later? I 
just want to enjoy you while- while I have you.” Her voice is quiet, and she looks down at 
her lap, avoiding Aleksander’s attempt at eye contact. 


Pressing his lips together, Aleksander nods, cradles her face in his hands, and kisses her 
forehead. While he has her. 


Two days later, the front door to his apartment swings open, Alina on the other side. Her keys 
are in one hand, her purse in the other. At her feet are a suitcase and three oversized tote 
bags. 


She doesn’t say anything, just walks into the bedroom, completely ignoring Aleksander 
where he sits on the couch eating his supper. He can hear her shuffling things around, and 
when he puts his dish down and follows her, the rest of her bags in hand, he finds her 
emptying out all of the drawers on the left side of his dresser. 


Each item that she pulls out is either replaced into a drawer on the right hand side, or tossed 
haphazardly onto the foot of the bed. He sets the bags down next to the dresser and begins 
shaking out the clothes on the bed, draping them over his arm, and takes them into the walk- 
in closet to hang them. 


When he emerges, she seems to have arranged the dresser to her liking, and has moved on to 
the poor, unsuspecting en suite. Luckily the countertop in there is large enough to 
accommodate her toiletries without too much upheaval. She exits the bathroom shortly to 
continue her crusade throughout the rest of the apartment. 


Aleksander watches her in silence, following her like a shadow from room to room, assisting 
where he’s needed and letting her shift things to her liking where he’s not. 


It takes a couple of hours, but watching her come back to him is what he assumes watching 
someone surface from a fugue state might be like. Setting down a neatly folded towel onto 
the kitchen counter, her eyes clear suddenly, and she looks up at him, says only, “Sasha,” 
before stepping into his arms. 


She doesn’t cry or tremble, only lets her forehead fall against his sternum with a gentle thunk, 
and takes in a long, deep breath. He runs his hands back and forth across her upper back, rests 
his chin on the crown of her head. 


They stand like that for a long while. Eventually Aleksander herds her into the bedroom, 
silently undresses her, and puts her to bed, curling around her like an apostrophe. 
Punctuational mark notating possession, he thinks. 


On a Sunday, Alina sits at the breakfast counter with a bowl of cereal, scrolling through her 
phone and half paying attention to the morning news show playing quietly on the living room 
TV. 


Sasha comes bursting in through the front door like a gust of wind blew him there, his coat 
unbuttoned and flapping behind him rather damply. He tosses his keys into the bowl on the 
hallway console and runs a hand through his hair, uncharacteristically fidgety. 


“Where were you?” Alina asks around a mouthful of cereal. 


He doesn’t answer, waves a hand absently and strides past her to stare out the balcony 
window, his hands on his hips. 


“Sasha?” Now she’s starting to get a little worried. 
“What do you think of the city?” He asks abruptly. 
She stares at him for a moment. He seems to be serious. “This city? I don’t know. It’s... big. 


A little dirty, I guess, but most cities are dirty- is there something going on I should know 
about?” 


“What do you think of- not. Being- in the city.” He turns to look at her, his expression 
suddenly very open. He seems to be searching for something in her face. 


She turns away from her cereal, spoon in hand. “Sasha. Ask me what you’re trying to ask me, 
please, and stop being cryptic. It’s ten thirty in the morning.” 


The clear, late-spring light behind him makes him look as if he’s made entirely of shadow 
when he moves back toward the foyer to hang his coat up. He scrubs a hand over his beard 
and meets her eyes, swallows. 


“There’s a plot of land. Seven acres. It’s about fifteen minutes outside the city.” 
“For sale, you mean?” Alina asks, brow furrowing. 

“Yes. I’d like to buy it. What do you think?” 

“T don’t- I mean, it’s not my money,” she blinks at him. “To live there?” 

“Yes,” he says again. 

“You’d need a house, I’d think.” 


The corner of his mouth lifts ever so slightly and steps forward. “Well. I do know a rather 
gifted architectural designer with a good bit of free time on her hands.” 


Alina balks. “You... you want me to design you a house?” 
“T want you to design us a house.” 


For a moment, she can’t speak. Her throat feels too thick to even swallow, let alone form 
words with. Aleksander stands in front of her. He takes the spoon out of her left hand and sets 
it down on the counter with a clink. 


“T don’t... I don’t know what to say. I’ve never designed a house before, not on my own.” 


“That’s all right,” he says, taking her wrists in his hands and stroking across where her pulse 
beats hard in her veins. 


She laughs, cupping his face between her palms. “It’s not all right, what if I mess it up?” 


“Then we start over. We can always start over. We have time.” His voice is nothing more than 
a murmur; the baritone vibrations hum in the fine, narrow bones of her fingers. 


“Just say yes, milaya,” he wraps his hand around the back of her neck, pulls her in, “this 
one’s quite simple, I think. You can just say yes.” 


And what can she do? What can she do when he’s looking at her like that, like she holds all 
the light in the universe inside her, like she’s all he needs and everything he wants? What can 
she do? 


She can say yes. She can hold him close, she can breathe in the scent of him, she can try to 
burrow her way inside him. She can have him forever, she can let him take care of her the 
way he keeps asking to. She can kiss his mouth. She can say yes. So she does. 
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